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SUNDAY, MARCH 26, 1967 

By ‘Joshua Lederlerg 
AS EDucATRW is the 

keystone of civilization, it is 
axiomattc that we can scarce- 
ly invest too much of our re- 
sources in - 

have learned 
t h e rewards 

analysis and - 
therefore we should perceive 
that we must subject our 
educational policies to the 
most searching experimental 
inquiry in order to learn how 
to teach properly. . 

Education as a panacea for 
our social ills has been a 
philosophical dogma at least 
since Plato. This 1s the same 
as saying that bad education 
is the cause of them, but 
there is much more enthusi- 
astic conviction than sclentif- 
ic evidence to support such 
a theory. 

Since we are now dedicated 
to equal opportunity for our 
citizens as a matter of 
government policy, ending 
disparities in educational ad- 
vantages commands a high 
priority. Project Head Start 
is the label of a budget item, 
almost half a billion dollars 
of new obligational authority, 
intended to support new ini- 
tiatives in compensatory, pre- 
school :education for -children 
from culturally deprived 

tions to the dominant cul- 
ture. Having failed to secrete 
the necessaGy intellectual en- 
zymes, he does not digest the 
standard educational fare. 
Becoming an educational fail- 
ure, a dropout, he lags cultur- 
ally and economically and 
creates the same -toneless but 
noisy environment for his 
own offspring. 

The preschool year might 
be the most critical period 
for social intervention, giv- 
ing, according to the theory, 
the highest benefit cost ratio 
in compensatory education. I 

Many programs of social 
action might have a flimsier’ 
theoretical basis than this. 
one. But Head Start is espe-! 
cially vulnerable to scientific I criticism for at least two rea-, 
sons: its pretensions for a 
quickly detectable effect on 
the exposed children, and its 
accessibility to presumably 
quantitative tests like aca- 
demic grades or reading 
achievement. 

Recently, Head Start has 
been attacked on the basis of 
preliminary studies of its 
first efforts. For example, Dr. 
Max Wolff found that pre- 
kindergarten. programs in 
New York had positive ef- 
fects that faded after the ex- 
perimental children had been 
mived for a time in regular 

,classcs. According to further 
newspaper reports, Prof. 
Urie Bronfenbrenner has home environments. criticized some details of the 

The funds are intended to methodology of this evaiua- 
reach 187.000 preschoolers tinn 
for a full year and more than 

..“.I. 
Meanwhile, releases from 

half a million in Summer Pro- the OEO head office explain 
grams. In comwri=n, there that fading effects were ex- 
is a total elementary school petted and that no -special 
enrollment of about 37 mil- treatment can compensate 
lion Pupils and a total annual for the general inadequacies 
expenditure for : them of- of school follow-through pro- 
about $25 billion. ‘T--z---“;;--.‘=: grams. _ . .,, .4.-i- ““Z-.zZ; ‘L:? :* _ : .- ... 

THE THEbRETICAL ob- . THIS 1s MOST kg&& 
jective .of Head .Start .has ble, because Head Start has 
been to attempt to break the the potential to make some 
vicious cycle of Cultural dep. of the most important educa- 
rjvatlon with early. interven-.tion .experiments of ,our time. 
tion. The “deprived’*- home It is evasive to simply ex. 
environment insufficientiy or plain away this fadeout The 
inappropriately .+ stimulates special argument for pre- 
the child for his @ter adapta- school intervention ‘programs. 

was the concept that the chil- 
dren were at a critical age. ... 

Some cynics might retort 
that the real argument was 
that the Establishment had 
full control of the rest of 
life; prcsohool was the most 
accessible trough to be filled. 
More thoughfful critics sup- 
port the hypothesis that the 
early period is critical, but 
wonder whether the four- 
year-old is not too old-al- 
ready too engrained by a sub- 
missive, hostile, unself-con- 
fidcnt subculture. 

Perhaps the main empha- 
sis of any early intervention 
program should be. on estab- 
lishing self-esteem and moti- 
vation to perform in a con- 
fusing color-mixed world, as 
a necessary prerequisite to 
continuing cognitive devel- 
opment. 

In .any case, the great mis- 
take is to regard Head Start 
as an established program 
rather than a medley of ex- 
periments. Many, perhaps 
most, of these will fail to 
pass examination on their 
relative merits and cost-effec- 
tiveness. 

By the same argument, the 
whole Head Start program 
will be a failure if its funds 
and human efforts are dissi- 
pated in a:fragmented crazy- 
quilt of incomparable trials 
beyond ’ systematic evalua- 
tion. 

It must make’ many com- 
promises to the realities of 
politics, funds and nhvsical 
facilities. Fortunately: it is at- 
tracting the attention of re- 
search-minded psychologists 
across the country, and with 
their energetic involvement 
and some public patience, 
some clues may be found to 
better paths through the 
maze. 
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